they count among the first victims of Enlightenment once it came to political power, the Jesuits no doubt had laid the foundations for the perception of Reason (with a capital R) as the guiding principle of the Chinese Empire and thus, a possible alternative to contemporaneous Western ways of governance. Christian Wolff sees Reason embodied by the Chinese meritocracy, which in turn is brought upon by a secular view of the Law of Nature. Meritocracy was based on the Civil Service Examinations system, and gave no priority to the right of birth and descent. We now know that this perception was reflecting more an ideal than a reality, since it was the Manchus who had reintroduced aristocratic principles into the society of the Empire, moreover, venality of offices was an ever increasing practice in late imperial China; but we may also add that, as early as in 1583, in his description of India, Japan, and China, Alessandro Valignano, the Jesuit Superior of the Indian Provinces had drawn a comparison between the meritocratic principles of organisation of the Jesuit order and the government of the Chinese Empire. In Valignano's view, what the Chinese lacked was not Reason but the final touch of Christianity; on the other hand, the Europeans to some extent still lacked reason, which only the Jesuits would be able to bring upon. Wolff's basic innovation consists in depriving the Law of Nature of its religious -or perhaps better: transcendent -foundations. (Wolff's China is a paradise of egalitarianism.)
In a similar vein, Chŏng Yag-yong makes use of the subversive egalitarian potential of Christianity. In a rather pessimistic statement, Montesquieu had once remarked that Christianity would never succeed in China, because in China, no man was another man's equal. It is very characteristic for an East Asian thinker to choose the field of ritual for his interpretation of Christianity. In China as well as in Korea, rituals were the mirror of political and social hierarchies which they were meant to enact. To state that each human being is equal in the face of God and that, consequently, the ritual devotional performance for the Supreme Being cannot be restricted to the ruler, is indeed a revolutionary message in this context. Early in 1616, the first anti-Christian persecution instigated by Shen Que had been legitimized by the suspicion that the Christians, as a heterodox subversive movement, were preaching and practicing an egalitarianism akin to the teachings of universal love represented by the philosopher Mozi. Given the orthodox interpretation of the so-called Neo-Confucian teachings prevailing in his time, it is no wonder that Chŏng Yag-yong also rejects theories of a different endowment -conferred by Heaven -that distinguishes
